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ABSTRACT
Investigating the Effect of Meaningful Relationships on Team Chemistry
Isabel Fairbanks
Director: Mrs. Jamie Turgeon-Drake

Team chemistry in sports is one of the more vital factors that potentially impacts
the overall success of a team. There is increasing growth in the school of thought
surrounding the use of team building in sports to develop the best teams built for success.
Many programs exist in athletics and other environments that strive to promote strong
team culture. This literature review examines the influence sports psychology has on the
success of a sports team and current programs that exist in both the business environment
and athletics, intending to improve team culture. Furthermore, the book containing the
experiment on which this study is based is also analyzed. This thesis demonstrates the use
of team culture in a school setting and draws connections to its use in life as well. The
two surveys conducted within a midwestern university’s swim team followed by the
debriefing meeting reveal the effect of meaningful conversations on building trust in
relationships. The findings indicate that the development of meaningful relationships
through deeper conversations may lead to increased trust, which allows for an
improvement in team culture.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Many aspects contribute to a team’s overall success. Often, the greatest teams rise
to success through unorthodox methods indicating many factors can influence a team’s
ability to thrive. Arguably, one of the most important factors vital to a team becoming
successful is their culture and chemistry. There are many definitions of team chemistry
that all vary slightly, however for the purposes of this paper, team chemistry, or team
culture, is best defined as, “a group dynamic that occurs when members of the team work
together and make a united effort to accomplish the goals and objectives of the collective
whole” (Bloom, 2004). Team culture and team chemistry are synonymous and will be
used interchangeably throughout this paper.
Chapters two through four of this paper provide background information on the
aspects required to build team culture and the current team culture programs that exist.
Chapter two will elaborate on sports psychology and the science behind team chemistry.
Existing programs used by professional sports teams, universities, and businesses will be
discussed in chapter three. A review of the book Cardboard Confessionals and its
psychological experiment will be included in chapter four. Chapters five through eight
will discuss the survey conducted at a midwestern university’s swim team and analyze
the results, including limitations and suggestions for future research. Finally, chapter nine
will include a conclusion of the findings and a comprehensive summary of the entirety of
the paper.
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CHAPTER TWO
Sports Psychology and Team Culture

To best comprehend the depths of this study and paper, one needs to have a
general understanding of sports psychology and how it relates to the development of team
culture. Sports psychology can be divided into two main subgroups: individual and team.
To build a successful team, it is imperative first to develop the individual. Individual
sports psychology focuses on mental training methodologies and performance
enhancement techniques to enhance overall performance (Lloyd & Foster, 2006). There
are five major skills used in mental training:
The incorporation of mental imagery into the strategic planning of and the tactical
preparation for demanding tasks, the use of performance routines to maintain
consistency of skillful responding, the use of positive self-talk to mediate the
execution of challenging tasks, activation control strategies for the self-regulation
of an optimal energetic state, and techniques for sharpening focus and sustaining
attention and concentration (Llyod & Foster, 2006, p.26).
All these skills are vital to maintaining a healthy relationship with the sport and obtaining
success.
Similarly, team psychology builds upon the principles of individual psychology
but continues further by incorporating collaboration and unity. Social support and trust at
all levels are essential in building a successful team (Yukelson, 1997). A successful team
is not successful by obtaining the greatest players. Simply bringing together a group of
highly skilled athletes is insufficient to create an effective team (Fransen et al., 2020).
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The most successful teams often cite their team chemistry as a major factor in their
success, shown by the 2018 US Men’s Soccer team (Eys et al., 2019). These concepts of
unity and collaboration are continued past professional sports to generic gyms and
workout centers. Many companies such as Orangetheory and SoulCycle utilize the idea
of comradery by taking advantage of the power that group settings provide to promote
member involvement and encourage longevity in members (Eys et al., 2019). This idea is
also used to foster competition in companies such as CrossFit. CrossFit is a fitness
regimen that combines functional movements with high intensity and uses group settings
to promote competition and enhance performance (CrossFit, 2022). Bailey et al., (2017)
investigated the culture of CrossFit and found that an organization’s culture plays a
fundamental role in retention, which is why many gyms adopt this structure (Bailey et al.,
2017). In a team sport, the retention of players is integral in the continued development of
a team. When players are constantly being replaced, the team dynamic continually shifts,
making it increasingly difficult for the team to bond and become successful. One major
challenge to maintaining strong organizational culture once it is achieved is the
constantly changing team makeup (Bailey et al., 2017). With the constantly changing
team, one crucial point to address is the disparity between the veterans’ views of the
culture versus the newcomers’ views. Some of the newer members may not be as
comfortable and may view the culture as worse than it is. On the contrary, veterans may
view the culture as better by living in the past. These discrepancies are an area for future
research as the differing viewpoints of culture based on length of participation could be
explored. Exploration of how the time spent on the team affects the view of the team
could provide insight as to how to shorten the time needed to achieve a strong team
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culture. There are three levels of organizational culture: artifacts, espoused beliefs and
values, and basic underlying assumptions (Bailey et al., 2017). Artifacts can be defined as
the appearance of facilities, and espoused beliefs can be attributed to pride in the team,
jerseys, etc. Basic underlying assumptions are tacit beliefs and values (Bailey et al.,
2017). The participants' view of the three levels of organizational culture did not vary as
a function of the hierarchical position they maintained at the gym (Bailey et al., 2017).
This suggests that the discrepancies between newcomers and veterans are inevitable and
will always occur in a team setting however they are not substantial enough to destroy a
team dynamic. Teams simply need to be aware that this may provide the explanation for a
team struggling with the development of team chemistry. This would need to be studied
on a sports team to assess the translation from a gym to a field.
In addition to organizational culture, psychological safety is another major factor
in promoting team chemistry. Psychological safety is best defined as a belief that the
individual/team is in a safe environment for taking interpersonal risks (Fransen et al.,
2020). This can be demonstrated in various ways, including feeling safe asking for help,
admitting errors, or seeking feedback from others (Fransen et al., 2020). Employing
psychological safety is vital in the development of strong team chemistry. “A
longitudinal study by Google’s ‘People Analytics Unit’ found that psychological safety
was the number one characteristic of high-performing teams” (Fransen et al., 2020, p.2).
When team members do not feel the environment is safe, they are less likely to confide in
others, thus preventing the formation of deeper connections. This inhibits the overall
productivity and development of the team. A psychologically safe environment fosters
team functioning and nurtures well-being (Fransen et al., 2020). One of the best and
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simplest ways to promote this atmosphere is by focusing on the similarities between the
team members because, when they feel comfortable speaking up, they will provide input
and take risks which have the potential to better the team (Fransen et al., 2020). By
learning the vulnerabilities of one another, the team can identify similarities with others
which allows them to bond. Inevitably, the atmosphere will feel safer by forming these
connections, and the team will grow closer. It is important to note that psychological
safety amongst a team does not definitively mean the team chemistry of that team will be
strong. Instead, the presence of psychological safety amongst team members provides the
“engine” for performance (Kim et al., 2020). This means that having a psychologically
safe team environment can potentially promote risk taking from the members thus greater
performance and results. Greater overall performance is unlikely without a strong team
chemistry so this suggests that psychological safety is important to develop before a team
can bond effectively. This concept is demonstrated within this paper by the study
completed at a midwestern university’s swim program.
A study was conducted by the Journal of Psychology of Sports and Exercise that
assessed the impact shared mental models had on the team chemistry development in a
collegiate level soccer team. The research indicated four main themes that emerged that
affected team chemistry in sports: interaction between players and the coach, interaction
among players, team’s environment, and how players’ characteristics affect the
interactions (Gershgoren et al., 2016). The building of team chemistry is a multifaceted
concept that combines interactions among many different members at varying hierarchy
levels. However, it is evident that certain interactions have a more significant impact on
the team culture than others. In this study, peers provided more social support to players
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than coaches (Gershgoren et al., 2016). Interestingly, 11% of collegiate athletes’
emotional support came from teammates, while only 4% came from coaches (Gershgoren
et al., 2016). Furthermore, emotional support emerged as an essential factor in successful
team functioning (Gershgoren et al., 2016). This demonstrates the importance of a team
understanding each other and each other’s experiences to function in the best possible
capacity.
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CHAPTER THREE
Current Team Chemistry Programs

In elite athletes, it may be difficult for this atmosphere to develop unassisted.
Instead, a psychologically safe environment can be created by doing activities that
promote trust and safety (Fransen et al., 2020). Currently, many programs exist and are
implemented in workplaces, sports teams, and group organizations with the goal of
promoting team culture. A few of these programs will be discussed to provide
background for the study analyzed in later chapters.
For many years, this midwestern university’s swim program and other athletics
teams used a program called Humanex. Humanex helps teams achieve their potential in
the realms of education, athletics, and business (Humanex Ventures, 2021). Their mission
statement outlines how they invest in all community areas to align individuals toward a
common goal (Humanex Ventures, 2021). In athletics, they focus on building a
foundation of excellence in teams through four main areas: athlete development,
recruiting support, team chemistry, and coach development (Humanex Ventures, 2021).
The swim team focused on the team chemistry area by having a representative come a
few times a year to aid in the development of team culture. Team chemistry with
Humanex is broken down into four parts. First, the current culture is measured with an
anonymous survey. Next, the representative organizes the survey results into visual data
with both an overall picture and item-by-item breakdown. During a team meeting, the
visual data is presented, and feedback is discussed to reflect and strategize future goals.
In the final step, a report is provided that includes the results from all three previous
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steps, and suggestions are made for the best action planning to continue to develop
culture. When this process was conducted on the swim team, the survey and meeting
were split by gender. It was concluded during the meeting that while the separation was
beneficial to a degree, a divide developed between the genders. One main criticism was
the separation of genders, and a proposed solution was to have a meeting altogether in
addition to the separate meetings. Additionally, this intervention was found to be rather
costly and was not continued in recent years. Despite this limitation, the program seemed
to effectively highlight the areas of improvement that existed on the team. When the
results were discussed, the team excelled in all the subcategories surrounding work ethic
and determination to be successful however, subcategories relating to trust in one another
were scored the lowest. During the discussion it became evident that the lack of trust
resulted from the team being split into many smaller cliques and there being a great deal
of tittle-tattle behind each other’s backs. Thus, suggesting the need for an improvement in
trust amongst the team members. It was clear that the team wanted to perform well
however, the team was held back from its full potential due to a lack of psychological
safety.
Another current program that focuses on promoting team chemistry is Deloitte.
Deloitte concentrates primarily on business chemistry with the goal of using science to
improve business relationships (Deloitte Greenhouse, 2022). According to their website,
business chemistry helps one develop an understanding of where others are coming from,
appreciate the values they bring, and determine what is needed to succeed (Deloitte
Greenhouse, 2022). The mission of Deloitte is to build stronger relationships, increase
team performance, and create exceptional organizations (Deloitte Greenhouse, 2022).
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This work is published in a book as well titled Business Chemistry: Practical Magic for
Crafting Powerful Work Relationships. The Deloitte team offers a variety of sessions to
determine business chemistry type, understand others, explore one’s team, adapt one’s
style, and put the chemistry into practice (Deloitte Greenhouse, 2022). There are four
main business chemistry types an individual can embody: pioneer, driver, integrator, and
guardian. Each of these four types also has shared traits investigated to determine the best
possible pairs of relationships. Essentially, understanding one’s type will lead to
transparency in many career avenues, including the best stress management techniques
based on chemistry type (Deloitte Greenhouse, 2022). This intervention demonstrates the
use of these types of programs in various settings, including a business setting. On the
contrary, a limitation of this program is this program is solely business-related and may
not have a successful implementation in athletics.
However, there are interventions in addition to Humanex that focus on team
chemistry in athletics. An example of this is AthleteAssessments, a program run by Bo
Hanson, a 4x Olympian (Athlete Assessments, 2021). Like Deloitte, this program also
has a supplemental book that provides insight into the ideas embodied in the program.
The book is titled, What Winning Teams get Right: The Game Plan for Winning with
People. AthleteAssessments uses the DiSC assessment to generate a Team Dynamics
Report, which shows how the individuals combine to work as a team (Athlete
Assessments, 2021). DiSC is the acronym used for the four main personality types:
dominance, influence, steadiness, and conscientiousness (What is DiSC, n.d.). The DiSC
assessment is a simple personality assessment that determines which type of personality
fits each person based on a series of statements (What is DiSC, n.d.). Bo Hanson
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describes the most common error among groups that leads to failure is personality clashes
(Athlete Assessments, 2021). However, by using the DiSC assessment and other
techniques, these clashes can be avoided. A very strong team dynamic can be created
using the DISC assessment by gaining an increased awareness of what personality types
are missing from the team and learning to adapt accordingly (Athlete Assessments,
2022). Surprisingly, there is no perfect combination of D's, I’s, S’s, and C’s, but instead,
the ability to adapt to the given division a team is provided with is what allows a team to
be successful together. Nevertheless, the program and ideology may be different, but the
basic ideas are the same: maintaining a strong team culture is imperative to the success of
a team, no matter the environment.
One final program was investigated that favors a different approach than the rest.
Blue Beyond Consulting does integrated management consulting services (Blue Beyond
Consulting, 2022). The mission of this intervention is to build a high-performing
workplace culture rooted in deep trust and high expectations (Blue Beyond Consulting,
2022). This program focuses on the importance of trust in building strong team culture in
businesses. Similar to the findings of the studies in Chapter two, it is evident that trust is
a pillar for team chemistry and strengthening relationships. Results from this intervention
include 76% more engagement and 50% higher productivity levels in companies with
employees who are in “deep trust” company cultures (Blue Beyond Consulting, 2022).
Furthermore, teams that operate with growth-oriented, high expectations report a 34%
improved commitment to the organization and 49% improvement in innovation (Blue
Beyond Consulting, 2022). These results evoke the potential successes that can result
from a healthy team culture. This suggests the importance of teams in all environments to
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develop a strong team culture to accelerate team performance and success. Blue Beyond
Consulting has worked with many Fortunes 500 companies and has an excellent success
rate using their formula.
All these interventions provide differing philosophies for improving team
chemistry; however, each has been successful. There is a clear link between these
programs and improved performance in a variety of settings, including athletics and
businesses. An alternate approach was explored within the swim team, and the results
will be discussed in the following chapters. This approach elaborates on the importance
of trust by motivating participants to form more meaningful relationships by sharing deep
thoughts and experiences with one another to gain trust. The goal is that this intervention
will be as successful as the programs discussed in this chapter and serve as an alternative
approach to improve team culture.
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Cardboard Confessional

In the book Cardboard Confessionals, the author, Mitch Reed, attempts to
investigate the impact meaningful conversations have on developing deeper relationships
through the philosophy, “Listen. Understand. Support.” (Reed, n.d.). His ideology is that
listening leads to understanding, and understanding leads to support, thus creating
stronger bonds (Reed, n.d.). Everyone faces hardships and battles every day, and
furthermore, most people go through these challenges alone and without support. By
exploring each other’s experiences, people can connect by forming deeper relationships
and providing support to one another (Reed, n.d.). His project was inspired by a wall
constructed in Brookings, SD, which was inspired by the original in New Orleans, which
stated, “Before I die, I want to…” (Reed, 2018). The project consisted of asking students
ranging from 6th grade to 12th grade a series of questions. The following seven questions
were asked over the course of days, and the anonymous responses were placed in a
cardboard box.
1. What is one thing you want to do before you die?
2. What makes a meaningful life?
3. On what one thing in life have you given up?
4. What is something that people misunderstand about you?
5. Of what are you most proud?
6. What do you think about when you are alone?
7. Describe your life in six words?
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Students in Mr. Reed’s sociology class chose these seven questions because they
felt these questions would be the most beneficial to this project (Reed, 2018). Students
then sifted through the responses and held a class discussion regarding some of the
answers. This prompted them to think critically and self-reflect on their lives. Some
students were affected by the responses more than others for various reasons, including
sharing an experience or thought with one of the anonymous participants.
Mr. Reed described the noticeable changes in his students due to this process. The
students discussed their responses to the questions, reminiscing about past experiences,
thinking critically, and questioning the status quo (Reed, 2018). Furthermore, the students
embraced meaningful conversations and stepped outside their comfort zones (Reed,
2018). This project conveyed the power that exists within the development of meaningful
relationships and the extent to which these relationships can impact one’s life. Mr. Reed
describes his students as becoming more cognizant of the many different backgrounds of
the people around them and truly realizing the influence that they have on each person
they meet (Reed, 2018). This is important to note because the impact a kind and caring
person has on an individual is vast, and anyone can embrace this reality, thus impacting
those around them positively. It is easy to assume one person cannot make a difference,
but this project demonstrated the influence even a stranger can have on someone’s life.
The project was met with great success, and the students expressed the want to
continue to live their lives with this newfound appreciation for others and the connections
that can be made (Reed, 2018). Five main themes arose from their discussion:
1. “Be kind and understanding; you never know what others are going through.”
(Reed, 2018, p.154).
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2. “We have the power to change people’s life. Understanding is the first step in
making a difference.” (Reed, 2018, p.155).
3. “Trusting relationships can be one of the most important components in a
person’s life.” (Reed, 2018, p.155).
4. “Students and adults have similar dreams and aspirations; they just may be
different in context.” (Reed, 2018, p.156).
5. “We need to thank those who have made an impact in our life more often.”
(Reed, 2018, p.157).
Of all these insightful conclusions, one stands out for its practical application to
this experiment. Conclusion 3 indicates the importance of developing and maintaining
trusting relationships. Without trusting relationships, people may feel alone and struggle
to reach out for help when needed. Mr. Reed writes about how when meeting new people,
if there was transparency immediately and it was known that the person needed a trusting
relationship in their life and was feeling alone, most decent humans would leap at the
opportunity to help them. This is the mindset that needs to be maintained for every new
relationship (Reed, 2018). With this mindset, every relationship will be meaningful, and
people will learn immensely from one another. All in all, this project was successful
when conducted in a school setting, as seen by the students’ reactions and takeaways.
These themes were considered when transitioning from a school project to a sports
project to maintain the experiment's credibility. Within the swim team, the goal was to
attempt to improve team chemistry through the development of more profound and more
meaningful relationships. The methods and results are discussed in the following
chapters.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Rationale

The exercise conducted in the book Cardboard Confessionals, formed the
foundation for this study, which was implemented within the swim program. Two
surveys were developed to conduct this experiment. The first was formulated to gauge the
current status of team culture in question 1 and prompted participants to think critically
about various aspects of their life in questions 2-8 (S1, Appendix C). The second was
designed to be completed after a debriefing meeting to assess any improvements found in
the status of the team culture (S2, Appendix C). Q1 in S2 was the exact same question as
the Q1 in S1 to assess changes over the course of the study. These surveys were designed
to prompt the participants to think deeply about life and introduce talking points for the
debriefing meeting. Ideally, the aim was to gain an understanding of each other on a
deeper level to allow the team to form more meaningful relationships.
S1 served a dual purpose of assessing the status of team culture and obtaining the
initial responses, which would be discussed in the debriefing session. S2 indicated the
outcome of the activity by getting the participants' updated views of the status of team
culture. This survey was used to determine if the activity was successful in forming more
meaningful relationships and strengthening team chemistry. The hypothesis was that after
discussing deeper topics with one another, the team would discover many connections
besides swimming, allowing them to connect on a deeper level and strengthen their
relationships beyond a surface level. By forming deeper connections, the hypothesis was
that the participants would empathize and sympathize with one another, thus creating a
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stronger bond that would innately improve the status of the team chemistry. The success
of this activity could indicate this to be a potential alternative to costly and timely team
bonding programs.
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CHAPTER SIX
Methods

Materials
The initial team culture assessment question in S1 and S2 were created in their
entirety by the author. The seven critical thinking questions were adapted from a previous
project done in the book Cardboard Confessionals by Mitch Reed (2018). These surveys
were approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of South
Dakota. See Appendix A for the IRB approval document. The surveys were presented in
a digital format through Qualtrics, an online survey and data collection tool. The question
format was mainly free response, with the two team culture questions being formatted as
multiple choice. For these two questions, the options were numbers 1-5, with 1 being
poor and 5 being exceptional.
The first survey was divided into two main sections. The first question served as a
gauge of the current team culture. Numerical values were assigned to different adjectives
indicating the strength or weakness of the team camaraderie. 1 was associated with poor,
whereas 5 was related to exceptional and the numbers in between formed a range
between the two extremes. The second part of the first survey consisted solely of freeresponse questions.

Survey Questions (S1):
1. Please rate how you view the team culture on a scale from 1-5 (5 being
exceptional and one being poor).
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2. What is one thing you want to do before you die?
3. What makes a meaningful life?
4. On what one thing in your life have you given up?
5. What is something that people misunderstand about you?
6. Of what are you most proud?
7. What do you think about when you are alone?
8. Describe your life in six words?
Survey Questions (S2):
1. Please rate how you view the team culture on a scale from 1-5 (5 being
exceptional and 1 being poor).

Procedure
The link to the first survey (S1) was distributed to the team via GroupMe (a social
messaging app). All the participants were current swim team members and had
completed an informed consent. The initial informational message that was sent in
GroupMe was an invitation to participate with a summary of the surveys followed by an
explanation of the informed consent form. The surveys were not distributed to the
participants until after they signed a consent form. This distribution method ensured that
the participants were only current swim team members and eliminated the potential for
compromised results. The second survey (S2) was distributed in the same format, except
it was only distributed to those who were present at the discussion meeting.
Once the survey link was opened, the participants were brought to the Qualtrics
website and prompted to enter a password to be able to access the survey questions. After
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the password prompt, there was a detailed description of the survey for the participants to
view before beginning the question section. As stated in the informed consent form,
participants were reminded that completing the survey would only take about 10 minutes.
While some of the questions had the potential for personal information to be shared, no
identifiers were associated with any of the responses. The survey itself was completely
anonymous. The participants were reminded to complete the study at their leisure with as
much or as little information as they felt comfortable with. This allowed the participants
to answer the questions at their own discretion with as much detail as they thought
appropriate. The post-test survey (S2) had no identifying questions and was completely
anonymous as well.
After completing the survey, the participants attended an hour-long debriefing
session to discuss results and overall reactions to the process. This meeting allowed an
open setting for the participants to discuss anything related to the study. To mediate the
forum and promote meaningful discussion, prompts and notable Quotables were prepared
ahead of time, and these can be found in chapter 7. During the meeting, participants were
asked to discuss their thoughts and feelings regarding the questions, their personal
anecdotes or responses, overall trends, and the study’s practicality. The survey responses
in their entirety can be found in chapter 7. A numerical analysis will be provided in the
next section to analyze the experiment's success in improving the overall team culture.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Results

Participants
The swim team currently has 67 members. The goal of the study was to receive at
least 50 responses; however, the total number of responses was 40. Unfortunately, a
COVID-19 outbreak on the swim team two days before the debriefing resulted in a
reduced number of participants able to attend. There were 23 responses for S2.
The survey was entirely voluntary; however, once the participants entered the
study through the link, every question required a response. For this reason, all 40
participants completed all the survey questions.

Survey Data
This section will discuss and analyze specific results from the survey. These
results will then be compared with the post-debriefing measurements of team culture to
assess the overall results of the experiment in strengthening team culture.
When asked to rank the status of team culture on a scale of 1-5, the results were
expected to contain varying responses with the majority of the responses falling
somewhere in the middle. The survey explained a ranking of 1 to mean poor and 5 to
mean exceptional. The final sample (n=40) included all possible answers. Some key
findings from this question were that the majority of the responses were around 3, with
the mean being 3.08. One participant indicated the current team culture being exceptional
(5), and one participant ranked the current culture being poor (1), making these two
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values the outliers. Approximately 65% of the responses were a 3-4, indicating the
current status of team culture to be average to slightly above average. While this does not
indicate extreme concern, there is still room for improvement in hopes of striving for
“exceptional.”
After the debriefing meeting, the participants were asked to rank the team culture
again. The goal was to determine if by understanding each other on a deeper level, the
team would grow closer, and the chemistry would improve. The mean improved by 0.56,
with the final mean being 3.64. In these results, there were no participants who viewed
the team culture as being poor and 3 participants who viewed the team culture as being
exceptional by ranking it a score of 5. This is an improvement from before. Additionally,
the prevalence of scores of 2 decreased, and scores of 3 and 4 increased. Realistically,
scores were expected to improve one point, if any. This hypothesis was developed
because the layout of the study provided the participants with an opportunity to develop
deeper relationships. With the development of deeper relationships, overall trust is
increased which suggests that participants would rank the culture as higher. While this
may not be initially striking, the more scores that moved up one value indicate a degree
of improvement, even if only slightly.
To compare these values accurately, percentages were used to assess possible
improvements. The most notable change from before to after was the prevalence of
scores of 2, below average. Earlier, 30% of the responses were reported to be scores of 2;
however, after, only 9% of the responses were scores of 2.
In order to effectively analyze the magnitude of improvement of team culture, the
responses were organized into percentages since the number of responses differed from
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before to after the debriefing meeting. This information can be depicted below in Table 1
and will be analyzed graphically in the next section.
Table 1: Team
Culture Ratings
1 (poor)
2 (Below Average)
3 (Average)
4 (Above Average)
5 (Exceptional)

% After
% Before
0
2.5
9.09
30
31.8
27.5
45.45
37.5
13.5
2.5

For the free-response questions, the analysis focused on generating themes from the
responses. Being that majority of the data in S1 was qualitative in nature, the discussion
and analyses were structured differently. The free-response answers to questions 2-8 from
S1 are listed in Appendix D. For a more straightforward analysis of the data, the
responses for each question were categorized in subsections based on the topics included
in the response. There were no limitations to what a participant could respond with, so
the responses were categorized as best as possible as the researcher believed fit. If a
response was not similar enough to any others, it was not placed into a subcategory. Not
all responses fit into chosen themes, and those outlying responses can be considered
outliers. In the following discussion, the answers that will be discussed for each question
may not equal 40 because only the themes will be addressed.
For question 2 in S1, when asked what one thing the participants want to do before
they die, the responses were best categorized into three categories: travel,
love/relationships, and active/adrenaline. The most significant number of responses fell
within the travel category (n=19), followed by active/adrenaline (n=8) and
love/relationships (n=7). Some popular answers from the relationship category included
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having kids and getting married, while some typical responses from the adrenaline
category included skydiving and running a marathon.
For question 3 in S1, participants were asked what makes a meaningful life. Similar
to question 2, the responses were relatively identical and three themes emerged:
happiness, meaningful relationships, and love. It is interesting to note that even dividing
the responses into these categories could be deemed unnecessary because all three
categories surround the same central theme. However, the responses were further divided
because being in love and finding happiness are both positive results of maintaining
meaningful relationships. Maintaining meaningful relationships was the most prominent
answer (n=21), with significantly more responses than love and happiness at n=3 and
n=8, respectively.
The fourth question in S1 asked participants to list one thing in life they have given
up on. The responses to this question were much more varied, but they could be best
divided into four main categories after deliberate analysis. Being that humans are
inherently social creatures, it is no surprise the most popular category of responses
involved relationships with other people (n=10). Different common responses included
lifestyle comforts such as smoking or drinking soda (n=4), past hobbies such as other
sports or musical instruments (n=5), and the concept of perfection (n=5).
Question five in S1 asked the participants to describe one thing that people often
misunderstand about them. These responses were all very similar and only resulted in two
themes. The first theme that many participants felt was misunderstood about them was
varying aspects of their personality (n=23). Other common responses included
misunderstandings of their beliefs or intentions (n=6).
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For the sixth question in S1, participants were asked to specify what they are most
proud of in life. The responses to this question fit into four themes. The majority of the
team indicated they were most proud of their personal development (n=16). This included
a variety of things such as character, personality, characteristics, and traits. Common
answers had the following keywords; work ethic, dedication, growth, energy, drive, and
ability to overcome obstacles. The next largest theme included those that involved
relationships with others (n=7). The final theme revolved around achievements, both
academic and athletic (n=6). Only four people indicated that they were most proud of in
life was swimming. These findings suggest that there are many other aspects of life that
they can relate to one another and hopefully use to develop more meaningful
relationships that expand beyond swimming.
For the seventh question, participants were asked to illustrate what they think about
when they are alone. This question prompted the participants to be vulnerable to create
connections on a deeper level amongst the team. A common theme that was immersed in
the responses was the inclusion of the word should. This suggests that participants
struggle to think from their own perspective and instead were impacted by societal
expectations about what should be thought about. Moreover, the majority of the
responses discussed time; future (n=8), and past (n=6). The final trend that was
extrapolated from that data was participants thinking of tasks at hand or scheduling (n=6).
Time-related responses were prevalent as the main trend, and one answer appeared to
sum up the remainder of the responses perfectly, “I think about my past and future often.
I struggle w staying present.” This response effectively summarized what the many other
responses were alluding to. Struggling with staying present was found to be extremely
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prevalent, and when prompted in the debriefing meeting, all the attendees agreed. More
discussion of the debriefing meeting will be discussed in the next section.
For the final question in S1the participants were asked to describe their life in six
words, no more and no less. The most notable piece of data to be extrapolated from this
question was that only three participants mentioned anything related to swimming. Of the
forty total, only three included the word swimming, indicating that swimming was not in
the top six terms used as a descriptor of life for the vast majority. Additionally, many
trends became transparent when analyzing the data. Many words repeatedly surfaced in
the responses. Athletes chose words to describe their life, including adventure and busy,
two words that effectively convey the life of an elite athlete. Furthermore, these
adjectives were primarily positive, with only a few outlying negative words (n=28).
However, even the words considered negative were rather mild and only appeared
negative in conjunction with the rest of the terms. These words included busy,
unpredictable, challenging/difficult, tiring, and crazy. Besides challenging/difficult, the
remainder of the words in this list can be viewed positively. Also, the number of positive
words was overwhelmingly more than negative words, and there were no responses that
contained only negative connotations. The results of S1 and S2 are listed in Appendix D.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Discussion

The findings from the surveys (S1) and (S2) were consistent with the literature
review conducted in Chapters 2 and 3. Particularly, question 1 in S1 and question 1 in S2
suggest that team chemistry is strengthened due to building psychological safety and
improved organizational culture. After completing S1, participants were asked to attend a
one-hour debriefing session to discuss the findings. During this time and through the
open discussion, the connections were formed. The most significant takeaway from this
meeting was realizing the vast number of similarities between the team that had nothing
to do with swimming. As the conversation progressed, people began sharing their
answers and connecting on their shared experiences. One example, in particular, was
when they were discussing question 7 from S1, “What do you think about when you are
alone?” The participants were conversing about the difficulties that exist regarding
remaining present in day-to-day life. There was back and forth communication regarding
favorable stress-management techniques. The conversation shifted to a discussion of
coping mechanisms associated with stress management, and the participants learned from
one another about the effective ways that help in stress management.
Additionally, the debriefing meeting provided a great deal of feedback regarding
the survey process in its entirety. Participants responded well to the format of the
questions being open-ended rather than multiple choice. One participant explained that
multiple-choice in these settings could be difficult because it provides the reader with an
“expected answer” and makes it harder to be brutally honest. Instead, the participant felt
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they could take the question in any direction with the open-ended format. This aids in the
credibility of the results and helps the survey be as successful as possible. Furthermore,
participants mentioned the time of survey administration should be considered. This
experiment was carried throughout a break where the team was on campus training
despite the campus being deserted by anyone besides athletes. One participant mentioned
the team's morale was lower than usual, being that it was a difficult time in the season for
training and the team was back on campus with less time allowed at home. It would be
interesting to investigate whether the time the survey was conducted impacted the initial
team culture rankings.
After analyzing the results of some questions, a few key findings emerged. The
results of question 2, “What is one thing you want to do before you die?” suggest the
majority of the participants had comparable goals in wanting to experience activities that
evoke adrenaline. Since the participants all share similar interests as swimmers, it can be
expected that there would be some significance to being active or goals of activities,
including adrenaline. When extrapolating trends from question 4, “On what one thing
have you given up?”, many participants noted perfection as being an unattainable
challenge that had been eliminated. Striving for perfection is common amongst elite
athletes. It was somewhat surprising that more responses did not include striving for
perfection; however, this could be explained by some participants still striving for this
unattainable goal. However, even with somewhat different categories of responses, it is
evident that the participants have similar experiences, thus, more to relate to one another.
Next, when reviewing question 5, “What is something people misunderstand about you?”
it was clear that the question was interpreted in a variety of ways. This question asked the
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participants to answer something they believe people misunderstand about them;
however, what they believe to be accurate, and the truth could be two different things.
Instead, this question provoked the participants to answer about their insecurities that
result from something they feel people do not understand about them. It was too difficult
to assess the validity of these answers, and the purpose was more to show the team that
many people share similar insecurities resulting from misunderstandings. Finally, the
results of question 6, “Of what are you most proud?” indicated the potential success of
the study because the findings illustrated that swimming was not the largest source of
connection between participants.
One participant described a challenge they faced when completing the survey.
This participant struggled to decide between answering surface-level and going deeper
with their answers. Perhaps the duality between taking a risk or remaining guarded
indicates the necessity for a survey such as this to be presented. The participant explained
that after deliberation, they felt they could be deep and honest because the study format
was anonymous. The people involved were teammates who they felt comfortable around.
The first topic of discussion was assessing the current status of the team
chemistry. The conversation flowed in such a way that reinforced the findings from the
literature review in chapter two. Similar to what was seen in the CrossFit gym, the
participant's placement on the team had an impact on how they assessed the team culture.
Notably, one participant, a captain, explained that they had a warped view of the team
chemistry because they were filtered mainly negativity through current issues brought to
their attention. Furthermore, they stated that usually, people only come to them with
issues that they need assistance with rather than for positive things, so the culture seemed
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much worse than a member of the team who was not in a leadership position.
Additionally, just like in the CrossFit gym, the time spent on the team also had an impact
on the participant’s view of the culture. One participant explained that when thinking of
this team’s current chemistry, they compared it to their old teams to assess since they had
only been on this team for a short time. In addition, veterans of the program noted that
their judgment was clouded by comparisons to the team in past years. While this is
expected, it is somewhat of a limitation because the team dynamic changes each year as
the seniors graduate and new freshmen come in. However, it is validating to see that the
results match the findings of the literature review.
When discussing some of the responses to question 3, “What makes a meaningful
life?” the trends became increasingly obvious. Throughout the discussion, all of the
points connected to one common theme; the most meaningful lives result from being
surrounded by people who care for one another. This only reiterated the importance of
developing meaningful relationships in sports. As the discussion continued, it became
evident that all of the questions elicited the same main takeaway. Prioritizing the
development of relationships is the key to leading a fulfilled life and enjoying everything
along the way. It was explained that for some participants, without meaningful
relationships, life and its activities are not worth remembering. Thus, highlighting the
importance of developing a robust organizational culture through maintaining meaningful
relationships.
It is important to address a trend relating to the responses to question 8, “Describe
your life in six words, no more, no less.” Of the forty total responses, only three included
the word swimming indicating that swimming was not in the top six terms used as a
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descriptor of life for the vast majority. This revelation suggests the survey and
experiment successfully demonstrate that the swimmers have so much more to relate to
one another than just swimming. It is important to acknowledge that the participants have
so many more attributes than swimming, and there are many other ways in which they
can connect. In short, swimming, or any sport, simply provides the environment for the
participants to build meaningful relationships. A discussion of this in the debriefing
indicates the participants to have grown closer as a result of this experiment
To compare the results from before this study to after, it is vital to address that the
number of responses is not equal. This can be attributed to COVID cases and a lack of
follow-through from participants. Only those present at the debriefing meeting completed
the post-meeting survey. It is important to note that many other sports teams are smaller
in nature, so a smaller sample size could be effective in modeling the potential
implementation of this method in other sports. Often, a low response rate is considered a
limitation; however, in this case, the lower response rate can be viewed positively. This is
because the response rate can potentially be beneficial for representing a smaller team.
Most teams that would potentially adopt this exercise would be much smaller than this
university’s swim team. The swim team is abnormally large, with only the track and
football teams containing larger rosters. Even so, with track and football, an exercise like
this may be divided into smaller groups to complete. Based on the quantitative results and
the feedback during the discussion, it can be concluded that the team culture was
improved as a result of this experiment. There is clear evidence of improvements when
comparing the assessment of team culture after the discussion to before. The percentage
of people who ranked the team culture a “1” was 0%. The percentage of a ranking of “2”
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significantly decreased from 0.3% to 0.09%. It can be expected that those who ranked the
team culture as a 1 or 2 moved their values higher in S2 because the percentage of
rankings of “3”, “4”, and “5” all increased.
Chart 1.1

Team Culture Before
0.025

0.025

0.3
0.375

0.275

1 (poor)

2 (Below Average)

3 (Average)

4 (Above Average)

5 (Exceptional)

Chart 1.2

Team Culture After
0
0.136 0.0909

0.318
0.4545

1 (poor)

2 (Below Average)

3 (Average)
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4 (Above Average)

5 (Exceptional)

Limitations
In every study conducted, there are possible limitations that hinder the efficacy of
that study. Some have already been discussed throughout; however, there are additional
limitations that must be discussed. The number of responses can be viewed as a
limitation. Having a low number of responses in general limits the overall validity of a
study because it is more difficult to draw conclusions on limited results. Furthermore, the
discrepancy between the number of responses to S1 and the number of responses to S2 is
a limitation that hinders the efficacy. However, despite a limited number of responses in
S2, an analysis was still able to be performed, and correlations were drawn from the data.
Another limitation was in the procedure itself. As described in the literature review in
chapter four, the original project was carried out with a different design. The questions
were asked on paper and were submitted to a cardboard confessional box. While the
authenticity may not have affected obtaining and analyzing data, it is worth mentioning
due to its possible impact on the results. Despite these few limitations, the survey
successfully assessed the effect developing meaningful relationships has on team
chemistry.

Suggestions for Future Studies
For future studies, it is recommended to obtain a larger sample size to confirm the
results were accurate. In addition, it is recommended to assess in a smaller sample size
because many teams such as volleyball or basketball are much smaller in size. Ensuring
this experiment is valid across a wide variety of sample sizes would ensure this procedure
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could be a successful tool used to improve team chemistry. As stated in the limitations
section, the time the survey is conducted is something to consider. Suppose the study is
performed at a time when morale is exceptionally high such as right after a triumphant
win. In that case, the data may be skewed similarly as to if the survey was conducted
when morale was low for some reason. To get the most accurate data, it would be best to
attempt to complete the survey at a time when the morale is steady.
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CHAPTER NINE
Conclusion

In conclusion, the use of psychology in sports is gaining popularity, and an increasing
number of programs are being developed for this purpose. While many programs are still
solely focused on business psychology, some have begun the transition to the realm of
sports. Evaluating the effectiveness of these types of programs suggests positive results,
thus indicating a growing need for sports teams to adopt some sort of similar program.
Focusing on the impact team chemistry has on a sports team's performance is the next
edge that teams will use to outplay other teams.
A comparison of the results from the quantitative part of S1 and S2 suggests there
could be benefits of this program which may include improving team culture as a whole.
In addition, the feedback provided during the debriefing meeting and in the following
days after the experiment suggests participant acceptability of this type of program. In the
days following the completion of this study, multiple team members expressed an
appreciation for the process and enjoyment of the thoughtfulness of the questions. When
considering the results of the literature review for how teams best operate, it can be
concluded that this positive trend results from increased trust and psychological safety
amongst the team members. While the remainder of the questions S1 served the main
purpose of building trust and allowing participants to share deep thoughts and feelings
with the team, an additional trend was found amongst the responses. Every question was
categorized further into smaller subgroups based on shared characteristics in the answers.
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This demonstrates that the members of the team have much more in common than just an
interest in swimming.
Implementing this survey methodology in a sport setting rather than the original
academic setting was beneficial to determine the potential success of this experiment
when carried out across different environments. Conducting this experiment in sports
added an additional level because sports provide an added challenge in terms of success
within a team correlating to success on the field. In the original setting that this project
was administered in, the book Cardboard Confessionals, there were no added challenges
that weighed on the investigation's success. Whereas, in sports, a team's success can be
riding on the success of a team-building activity such as this. The overall findings of this
survey, when conducted on a sports team, demonstrate that this experiment can be carried
out in multiple settings and is an alternate method that can be used to build team culture.
However, before this can be verified, it would be advantageous to conduct additional
testing in other sports that are more team-oriented to confirm the results found here.
Additionally, testing on teams with a greater and lesser number of members would be
essential to determine if this method works on teams of all shapes and sizes. Finally,
taking gender into account is important because this activity may have a varying level of
impact on single-gendered teams vs. coed teams. Through the continued increase of
sports psychology programs focused on improving team chemistry, teams can begin to
develop a more comprehensive approach to success that focuses on more than just
obtaining great players.
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